
The Yellow River Initiative: A partnership for resource sustainability
By John H. Sowl

COOPERATIVE CONSERVATION  95

T H E N AT I O N A L Park Service’s Midwest Region has played an impor-

tant role in a demonstration project called the Yellow River Initiative,

undertaken by the Midwest Natural Resources Group (MNRG), a

federal interagency partnership. This initiative is intended to develop

methodologies whereby all stakeholders in a watershed cooperate to

protect and conserve its natural resources in balance with the ongoing

human needs of the area. The Yellow River watershed was selected for

this project because of its manageable size and diverse landscape com-

ponents, and because six federal agencies have a physical or active pro-

grammatic presence. The National Park Service has been charged to

provide both overall administrative and local coordination of this

project through Effigy Mounds National Monument (Iowa).

The Yellow River watershed is located in northeastern Iowa’s

unglaciated “driftless area.” This ı54,666-acre (62,640-ha) watershed

has diverse topographic and natural resource features, along with a

variety of resource-related problems similar to those found throughout

the watersheds of most tributary streams feeding into the Upper

Mississippi River. Situated within a karst region, approximately 90% of

the Yellow River’s flow comes from groundwater. The watershed is a

diverse, mostly agricultural landscape of incised valleys and rolling

uplands. Significant natural habitat exists in the watershed, particularly

within its lower reaches where Effigy Mounds National Monument is

located. Due to the rugged topography and drainage pattern of this

portion of the driftless area, small rural communities are situated

almost exclusively along the outer fringe of the Yellow River watershed.

Members of the Yellow River Initiative include agencies at the

federal, state, county, and conservation district levels as well as non-

governmental organizations and individuals. Procedures to accomplish

the goals of the initiative will be developed through collaboration

among the partners. Participants have accepted the challenge to keep

“This initiative is intended to develop methodologies

whereby all stakeholders in a watershed cooperate

to protect and conserve its natural resources in

balance with the ongoing human needs of the area.”
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the end products of this effort “simple, practical, and understandable”

for everyone.

The goals of the Yellow River Initiative are:

ı. to assess the natural resources within the Yellow River watershed,

based on existing information, and determine their extent, distri-

bution, and condition;

2. to identify, in light of the assessment, possible options to promote

the long-term sustainability of the watershed’s natural resources;

and

3. to develop an Internet-based “toolbox” of technical assistance

information, “hotlinks” to appropriate existing resource sites, and

contacts to help the public implement these options.

Scientific data and other information are now being gathered from

partners, regional universities, and other sources to support watershed

resource analysis and the creation of the technical assistance Internet-

based “toolbox.” In addition, informal, public open-house meetings

have been, and will continue to be, held within the watershed to

develop details of the initiative, answer questions, provide opportuni-

ties for partnership interactions, and generally encourage public par-

ticipation in and contributions to the project.

To promote local leadership and ongoing local control of the ini-

tiative and its work, a Resource Conservation and Development

(RC&D) office within the watershed has been identified as the poten-

tial long-term local coordinator after the initiative’s two-year develop-

ment is completed in early 2005. The National Park Service will con-

tinue to provide administrative coordination during the project’s initial

development. The RC&D would then take over coordination, provid-

ing information and guidance to assist individuals, landowners, and

organizations in promoting voluntary implementation of long-term

natural resource stewardship options within the watershed.

At the end of its two-year developmental period, the initiative is

expected to result in:

ı. development of a methodology that can be applied to other small

watersheds;

2. benefits to local residents by providing them with information,

including completion of the Internet “toolbox,” so that they feel

empowered to be effective stewards; and

3. establishment of voluntary relationships among stakeholders, to

promote stewardship of the watershed’s natural resources.

Ultimately, the National Park Service hopes that the Yellow River

Initiative will be a practical model for developing local leadership in

stewarding a watershed to sustain the health and vitality of its natural

resources and its human community. ■
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“The Yellow River watershed is located in 

northeastern Iowa’s unglaciated ‘driftless area.’”

Web-based computer applications have

become an essential part of park manage-

ment. They aid in a variety of important func-

tions, from financial planning and procure-

ment to research permitting and biodiversity

inventorying. In addition, nongovernmental

organizations and members of the public are

making use of Web-based communications

(including e-mail) to scrutinize and comment

on activities of the National Park Service.

Recognizing that these tools could be used to

simplify and “automate” the public review of

environmental impact statements and other

environmental planning documents required

by the National Environmental Policy Act and

related statutes, the National Park Service ini-

tiated a needs assessment in 2000 to deter-

mine how best to harness the Internet to

meet these obligations. The results of the

assessment were used to develop the

Planning, Environment, and Public Comment

(PEPC) system.

PEPC is an online collaborative tool

designed to support project planning; public

comment tracking, analysis, and response;

and other public communication efforts. The

system was developed in collaboration with

park, regional, and other NPS experts working

with specialists from Aquilent, a leading

provider of Internet solutions for government.

The system consists of both internal and

external components. The internal system

allows NPS employees to track public review

milestones, prepare routine documentation

and reports online, easily post documents to

the Internet, and manage public comments

and NPS responses in a paperless environ-

ment. The external component of the system

enables the public to determine the status of

various environmental planning documents,

download copies of these documents, and

return comments to the National Park Service.

PEPC is modeled after a system developed

by Blue Ridge National Parkway staff. The

park initiated the precursor system to inte-

grate facility planning with compliance to

avoid delays in funding and construction.

The PEPC system was tested with a group

of park users in 2003 and modified to provide

additional features. Pilot park testing is sched-

uled to begin early in 2004, with nationwide

use of the system available later in the year. ■

jacob_hoogland@nps.gov
Chief, Environmental Quality Division; 
Washington, D.C.

Web-based communication system eases public review of environmental planning

By Jacob Hoogland


